This review compared the effectiveness of Web-based and non-Web-based interventions to encourage individual changes in behaviour. The authors concluded that there is substantial evidence to support the effectiveness of Webbased interventions at improving behavioural change outcomes. However, this conclusion appears overstated given the substantial differences between the studies, which in some cases were methodologically flawed and failed to report statistically significant effects.
Methods of synthesis
How were the studies combined?
The studies were combined in a narrative.
How were differences between studies investigated?
Some differences between the studies were evident from the data tables and discussed in the text of the review. Statistical heterogeneity was assessing using the homogeneity statistic (Qw). The studies were grouped according to whether they assessed outcomes at one time point or over a period of time. The authors also reported carrying out sensitivity analyses to ascertain the studies which contributed the greatest amount of heterogeneity.
Results of the review
Twenty-three studies (n=11,754) including 15 RCTs, a crossover RCT, one case-control study, 2 longitudinal studies, 3 convenience sample studies and a descriptive study, were reported in the review.
Sixteen of the 17 studies assessing effects over time reported improved knowledge and/or improved behavioural outcomes for participants using Web-based interventions; six were statistically significant. Effect sizes varied and were classified as small (+/-0.01 to 0.19), moderate (+/-2.0 to 0.47) or moderately large (+/-0.54 to 0.75). Six studies were reported to have found a statistically significant benefit of Web-based interventions. One study favoured a non-Webbased intervention but was not significant. A high level of heterogeneity was detected between the studies and sensitivity analyses suggested that this was mainly due to 3 studies.
Two of the 5 one-time cross-sectional studies comparing assessment instruments or methods applied to Web-based and non-Web-based interventions, reported negative effect sizes favouring non-Web-based interventions, but none were statistically significant. The remaining 3 studies showed small to moderate positive effect sizes (range: 0.17 to 0.44), one of which was statistically significant. A significant level of statistical heterogeneity was detected.
Authors' conclusions
Substantial evidence exists to support the effectiveness of Web-based interventions at improving behavioural change outcomes such as increased exercise time, increased knowledge of nutritional status, increased knowledge of asthma treatments, increased participation in health care, slower health decline, improved body shape perception and maintenance of weight loss at 18 months.
CRD commentary
This review answered a broad research question covering a wide variety of participants, interventions and outcomes. A number of electronic databases were searched, but publication bias may be a problem as the authors do not appear to have made any specific attempts to local unpublished material, although they did report assessing dissertations. There were few details about the review methods so it is difficult to assess whether appropriate steps were taken to prevent reviewer bias and error. The quality of the studies was assessed and only studies meeting a minimum quality score were eligible for inclusion; however, the results were not presented and it is therefore difficult to assess the reliability of the individual study data.
Significant high levels of statistical heterogeneity were detected between studies. The authors also commented that some studies suffered from selection bias and high attrition rates. Overall, given the high level of heterogeneity between studies and the aforementioned methodological problems, the authors' conclusions seem overstated, particularly as only a few of the observed effect sizes were statistically significant.
Implications of the review for practice and research
Practice: The authors did not state any implications for practice.
Research: The authors stated that further studies to investigate the long-term effects of interventions on the persistence with chosen therapies and cost-effectiveness of web-based therapies are required. Continued software developments also need further evaluation.
